Patterns of thought in 16th century public education by Goeing, A S
University of Zurich
Zurich Open Repository and Archive
Winterthurerstr. 190
CH-8057 Zurich
http://www.zora.uzh.ch
Year: 2008
Patterns of thought in 16th century public education
Goeing, A S
Goeing, A S (2008). Patterns of thought in 16th century public education. Critique and Humanism. Philosophy of
Education: Research Areas, Paradigms, Methods, Special issue(26):141-158.
Postprint available at:
http://www.zora.uzh.ch
Posted at the Zurich Open Repository and Archive, University of Zurich.
http://www.zora.uzh.ch
Originally published at:
Critique and Humanism. Philosophy of Education: Research Areas, Paradigms, Methods 2008, Special
issue(26):141-158.
Goeing, A S (2008). Patterns of thought in 16th century public education. Critique and Humanism. Philosophy of
Education: Research Areas, Paradigms, Methods, Special issue(26):141-158.
Postprint available at:
http://www.zora.uzh.ch
Posted at the Zurich Open Repository and Archive, University of Zurich.
http://www.zora.uzh.ch
Originally published at:
Critique and Humanism. Philosophy of Education: Research Areas, Paradigms, Methods 2008, Special
issue(26):141-158.
Anja-Silvia Goeing: "Patterns of Thought in 16th Century Public 
Education," in: Philosophy of Education: Research Areas, Paradigms, 
Methods, Special Issue of the Critique & Humanism Journal Sofia 26 
(2008), 141-158. 
 
Patterns of Thought in 16th Century Public Education 
Anja-Silvia Göing 
 
 
1. Introduction: Sensory Perception, Learning and Experience in 
16th Century Philosophy 
 
Within the context of the increasing interest in sensory perception during 
the period from 1450 to 1650, we find an unexpected phenomenon: an 
astonishing tendency to render dependent on linguistic usage the 
common understanding of things, beings and facts of nature, or the 
environment.1 Evidence of this can be found in a wide variety of 
reference works relating either to dialectics or to the methodology of 
learning, the ratio studiorum,2 or again in conceptually structured 
encyclopedias of universal knowledge.3 Through an analysis of 
Aristotelian texts used in schools, the present study provides evidence of 
the reciprocal relationship between the dynamic, highly individual 
process of “learning through experience”4 and the constraints of the 
existing terminology. By concentrating specifically on the learning 
process, it becomes possible to recognise the normative or quasi-
normative principles on which teaching methods were based. The precise 
manner in which these affected perception comes to light, reflexively, as 
it were, through an examination of the measures that were employed for 
training the senses. By this means, it will be possible to describe more 
clearly the contribution of the senses to the learning process that was 
formulated conceptually and employed in the teaching of philosophy in 
16th century universities and academies, with the express goal of 
understanding the universe. 
 Notwithstanding Marie-Luce Demonet’s pioneering research on 
linguistics5 and efforts such as those of Katherine Park to draw attention 
to conceptually relevant theories of the soul,6 the precise nature of 
contribution of sensory perception to the articulation of knowledge and 
to the process of its acquisition has not yet been fully investigated. The 
example here treated is significant above all for what it reveals about the 
patterns of thought that, having arisen in the teaching of philosophy, 
came to underlie the entire business of education. These represented the 
outer limits of the scope available for defining oneself, for experiencing 
the world and for all forms of communication.   
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2. The single steps of this article 
 
 The issue at hand is, thus, the conceptual terminology of learning 
that formed of the basis for the teaching of philosophy in this period. The 
fourteenth century distinction between the philosophical schools of the 
via moderna and the via antiqua at European universities forms the 
background to the present study. These were the two modes in use for 
the interpretation of Aristotle, in keeping with either nominalist or realist 
conceptualizations.7 Against this backdrop, Konrad Gesner’s Zurich 
lecture notes provide us with an exceptionally useful standard of 
comparison: In what terms does he write about the senses? 
Consideration will first be given to the internal senses, with particular 
emphasis on the concept of the sensus communis. According to the 
mechanistic image of mind current at that time, each of the internal 
senses was located in a specific section of the brain, and was assigned 
functions that served to link the brain with the external senses. The 
sensus communis has been ennobled as a concept through its inclusion 
in the Cartesian theory of the dichotomy of mind and body.8 As Michaela 
Boenke has shown, Descartes himself saw this question as being directly 
connected to that of the correlative differentiation of intellectual and 
sensory experience. Later Cartesian tradition failed to transmit this 
connective element in Descartes’ theories of mind and body.9 Before 
Descartes, however, the Aristotelian sensus communis, that is, the 
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faculty common to all the senses, was variously considered as being 
primarily responsible for the processing of sense perceptions, or again for 
the evaluation of active behaviour. Depending on the interpretation, the 
sensus communis could be defined as a generalised, common faculty, or 
again as one of the specifiable internal senses, with its place more or less 
localised beside from one up to four others, such as cogitatio and 
memoria. The internal senses served to process the impressions of the 
world gathered by the five external senses: touch, taste, smell, hearing 
and sight. The entire mechanism of perception, comprising the internal 
and the external senses was connected to the intellect. However, the 
precise nature of this connection, which is of particular interest to us 
here, was barely discussed. The closest approximation to an attempt to 
comprehend it can be found in discussions of the concept of phantasia, 
which is only vaguely distinguishable from the sensus communis. 
 The concept of phantasia was introduced in the High Middle Ages 
by Avicenna, in his commentary to Aristotle’s De Anima. Avicenna 
interprets it as a generic term comprising what he sees as four internal 
senses, to which he then adds a fifth, the memoria. In the centuries that 
followed, the term was developed into a major concept. In the 15th 
century, phantasia was the subject of treatises by Marsilio Ficino, in his 
Theologia Platonica, and by Giovanni Francesco Pico della Mirandola. 
Although they arrived at opposite conclusions, both authors were 
principally concerned with precisely this relationship between mind and 
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body. The ideas of both authors were widely diffused and debated in the 
16th century.10
 Following a discussion of the sensus communis, we will turn to the 
consideration of a single sense and its relationship to conceptions of 
learning. Discussion of the senses is related to Aristotle’s physica, where 
it is dealt with as a part of his treatment of the soul. This is found in De 
Anima, which was widely disseminated in the Middle Ages and the 
Renaissance, generally accompanied by commentaries and supplements. 
In keeping with the curriculum of the artes liberales, it was taught at 
academies and universities as belonging to the study of physics or 
philosophy. Like other aspects of the physica, De Anima was considered 
necessary preparation for the study of medicine at the universities.11 All 
teaching of the physical sciences was based on the eight books of 
Aristotle’s Physics. In it, he deals with aspects of the universe ranging 
from the appearance of the sky to the nature of lifeless substances.12 
Included in the physica are questions appertaining to meteorology, 
geography, anthropology, mineralogy and biology. Not included, on the 
other hand, is chemistry or the manufacture of scientific instruments. 
The manner in which Gesner, in his widely disseminated Thesaurus 
Evonymi Philiatri, takes for granted a certain familiarity with the 
techniques and instruments of chemical distillation suggests, however, 
that doctors were also expected to acquire, at some point in their 
training, proficiency in the preparation of medicines.13
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  A full discussion of the subject at hand requires first a review of 
the principles that were considered fundamental to the question, and 
their gradual evolution in philosophical commentaries. Certain 
modifications took place already through the ordering and condensation 
of earlier texts. Others, however, were also the result of a new conceptual 
orientation. The first section will therefore be devoted to the presentation 
of factual knowledge, and the recommendations to students that 
accompanied this presentation. The second section is devoted to 
conceptions of learning, which had their basis in, or were an integral part 
of, the overall conceptual orientation. The choice of senses taken as 
examples is not entirely random: teaching material on this subject 
provides us with a welcome opportunity to observe the interface between 
conceptions concerning the assimilation of sensory impressions and the 
terms used for articulating them. The mental process of converting 
received sensory impressions into judgments and memories is, at least 
according to some theories, supposed to potentially to exert an influence 
even on the ratio, that is, on thought itself. Finally, it will be argued that 
these epistemological aspects of learning through sensory experience, in 
the period before they had been relegated by Descartes to the sensus 
communis, were presented primarily in the terms of quantitative and 
qualitative description: they are not embedded in any structure that 
assigns to them an origin or context in logical thought. Through a 
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discussion “smelling,” the question will therefore be posed as to whether, 
contrary to Roger Bacon’s widely accepted dictum, one cannot in fact 
observe in the senses a certain capacity for intensification, a learning 
potential that is subject to active influence.14
 
 
3. Lectures and Textbooks on Aristotle's De Anima at Zurich's 
Lectorium 
 
3.1 Limiting the Philosophical Question on the Academic Sphere 
 
 The use of language as a conceptual basis for illustration, 
argumentation and derivation played a particularly important role in the 
processing of knowledge in all university and non-university disciplines 
during the Early Modern period.15 The circulation of copies, prints and 
lists of individual commonplace books and compilations by scholars and 
students came to constitute a generalised basis for the discussion of the 
transmission of knowledge.16 The accumulation of knowledge was 
pursued, on the one hand, through the compilation of encyclopedias, the 
advantage of which was often seen to lie in the multilingual terminology 
they applied to things and facts.17 On the other hand, as Anthony 
Grafton has shown in a number of his studies, the choice of sources 
considered relevant for reasoning about worldly things and affairs 
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differed widely, in keeping with the personal tastes and argumentative 
patterns of the individual compilers.18 Given the variety of approaches, it 
is justified to ask whether any generally recognised principles for 
comprehending the world had developed the validity of which extended 
beyond individual philosophical or theological interpretation, and which 
served as a foundation for man’s reflections on himself and his role in 
the world. Directly related to the development of such hermeneutic 
thought patterns is the thus far unanswered question as to what is 
meant by learning to understand, and how it is to be accomplished. The 
central issue for us is to arrive at a conception of learning by 
understanding, or of learning to understand, within the context of Early 
Modern approaches to thought and institutional consolidation. From the 
point of view of pedagogical theory, limiting the treatment of these 
questions to the academic sphere leads, in the final consequence, not 
only to the question of classroom experience, in which conceptual, 
normative ideas and preconceptions, on the one side, meet the discovery 
of nature and social space on the other. Rather, it leads us also to the 
question of the practical relevance of acquired cultural techniques as 
their field of application becomes increasingly professionalised. 
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3.2 The 16th Century Teaching of Philosophy: Konrad Gesner at 
Zurich 
 
 The writings of Konrad Gesner (1516-1565)19 on the natural 
sciences and medicine were composed to serve as reference works and 
textbooks while he was on the faculty of the Zurich Schola Tigurina, the 
Lectorium. The school served mainly for the training of future preachers, 
but also provided the preparation needed for university studies, 
including that of medicine. Gesner belonged to the second generation of 
professors under the leadership of the church head Heinrich Bullinger, 
the generation whose training and appointment had still been guided by 
the late Huldrych Zwingli. Gesner had been one of the first students at 
the school to have been provided with a scholarship and sent by Zwingli 
himself to study at a foreign university. Following a number of detours, 
he completed his education in medicine and, upon receiving his 
doctorate in Basel in 1541, was appointed to a lecturership in natural 
philosophy and ethics at the Zurich Lectorium. At this time, he was also 
appointed the official physician of the city. It was not until late in his life, 
in 1558, that he was made a canon, at his own request, and was thus 
entitled to receive the same remuneration as the other professors. Gesner 
came to occupy an important place in the development of Early Modern 
science; his works were read and disseminated through Europe.20 His 
encyclopedic works and other compendia had already been translated 
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into vernacular German and English in his own lifetime. After his death, 
they were even more widely disseminated. Illustrated collections of his 
scientific and zoological works continued to be re-issued in revised 
editions as late as the 18th century.  
 The Zurich Lectorium of the 16th century provides us with a 
unique collection of primary sources that make it possible to follow the 
course of teaching theory and regulation as they developed in classroom 
practice and along their various paths of dissemination by teachers and 
students alike. 21 Gesner’s works were written within close proximity of 
where he actually taught. The source material includes students’ lecture 
transcripts and notes. This characteristic of the sources makes it 
possible to situate the present study in a social and institutional 
environment that has until now remained entirely inaccessible to us: the 
early modern classroom. Scholarship on the history of education has 
thus far provided rarely investigation into the subject; we do not know 
how students went about learning in an academic context. With a few 
exceptions like Anton Schindling and Gabriel Codina Mir,22 traditional 
histories of teaching during this period have concentrated exclusively on 
pedagogical theories and handbooks.23
 Konrad Gesner’s teaching material and manuscripts are available 
for the most part in the Manuscript and Old Prints collections of the 
Zurich Zentralbibliothek.24 A selection has been made based on their 
significance for the interplay between the senses, things, and lexical 
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knowledge. As a scholar and polymath, he authored works on language 
theory and lexica, in which he compiled mainly the names and terms for 
things, as well as textbooks on the significance and function of the 
senses for experiencing the world on one’s own (De Anima).25 The use of 
these books in his own teaching is traceable (Scholia, ed. Caspar Wolf).26 
His encyclopedic works on the animal, plant and mineral kingdoms 
demonstrate particularly clearly the connection between images, 
including symbols, organised knowledge contents, and observations of 
nature, be they his own or those of his contemporaries. His works on the 
preparation of milk and cheese, his cookbook, and his description of 
mountain hikes leave the academic world behind for that of active 
experience. In his treatises on medicine and pharmaceuticals there are 
observations on sensory perceptions and the conclusions to be drawn 
from them, concerning even the nose and the sense of touch. The story of 
his experiments on himself with American tobacco is perhaps the best 
known about him, but his diagnostic methods included also more 
traditional practices, such as the testing of urine by sight, smell and 
taste.27 In his manual on the distillation of water, the Thesaurus 
Evonymi Philiatri, Gesner states explicitly that a practicing physician 
ought to be well acquainted with both medical terms and applications, on 
the one hand, and with each patient’s own individual circumstances, on 
the other.28 Still, in his Meditationes, he rates physics as one of the 
fundamental disciplines, above all for providing the philosophical 
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concepts about nature.29 The particular circumstances of individual 
patients are not dealt with in this book, even though they would 
theoretically have a bearing on the diagnosis. The ability to put together 
mechanical devices and to employ them properly in the production of 
medicines, that is, the traditional artes mechanicae, Gesner states 
expressly in his forword, is among the skills that a trained doctor should 
possess, and is something on which his patients can judge him.30 Gesner 
contributes further to the nobility of the artes mechanicae by comparing 
the manufacture and use of medical instruments to rhetoric, one of the 
main concerns of which is correct pronunciation, that is, the technical 
use of language in speech.   31
 
 
3.3 The Actual Choice: Teaching Material on De Anima Written by 
Konrad Gesner 
 
 We have in our possession copies of Konrad Gesner’s preparatory 
teaching material, Meditationes, as well as a textbook of his on the 
Aristotelian theory of the soul, De Anima.32 Both works provide us with a 
precise guide to his conception of the function of the senses. Moreover, 
because they were composed expressly for teaching purposes, they also 
provide us with a proximity to the classroom that is of particular 
usefulness for the subject at hand. Further theoretical remarks 
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concerning sensory experience can also be found in the encyclopaedic 
works, Bibliotheca Universalis and Pandecta,33 which were intended to 
provide an overview of the collected knowledge of Gesner’s days. Gesner 
provides a precise account of the way in which the senses fit together 
and function, taking Aristotle and, above all Galen, as his starting point. 
He discusses their views in the context of what other authors have to say 
on the same subjects. The context and the backdrop for Gesner’s 
thinking is provided by the textbooks on physics composed and used in 
the universities, such as those of Wittenberg, Basel, Paris, Montpellier or 
Padua. Many of the authors he cites are mentioned by name, so that the 
lines of his thinking can easily be traced to their origins.   34
 
 
4. Building an Argument: The Use of Aristotle and Galen 
 
4.1 Transcription of a Lecture Part on the Internal Senses 
 
 The evidence examined above shows us the path to follow in trying 
to clarify the way Gesner dealt with the conceptions of the senses as 
found in books. To begin, there is the question of the logical argument 
employed by Gesner in order to describe the internal senses. What does 
he do with the Aristotelian physica? This then leads to the question as to 
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the extent to which it is possible to assimilate a conception of learning 
into the description. 
 Gesner’s classroom notes on the senses open with an explication of 
names and concepts taken from the classical writings of Aristotle and 
Galen, and from certain unnamed, contemporary authors.35
“CATALOGUE OF THE INTERNAL SENSES 
The internal sense is the organic potential within the cranium that 
is destined for cognition, distinguishing itself in its actions from 
the external sense. Its substance is in the animal spirit that has 
been elaborated into the arteries of the rete mirabile and the brain. 
According to Galen, it is threefold, while Aristotle sees only two 
internal senses: memory and the common sense. Certain modern 
authors posit five, as follows: 
a. the common sense, which only takes in images of the 
senses; 
b. the imagination, which distinguishes the images; 
c. the estimation, which elicits one thing from another, as a 
horse elicits compliments from applause; it is defined by 
some as the power of apprehending from what has been 
sensed that which has not been sensed. Its object is intent, 
determining whether it is benevolent or malevolent, suitable 
or unsuitable, useful or harmful, as can be educed on the 
basis of the form that has been apprehended by the 
imagination. Thus a sheep is naturally capable of recognizing 
the enmity of a wolf. The appraisal is aimed at what is 
necessary or convenient for the body; 
d. phantasia, or cogitation, which goes a step further by 
making combinations; 
e. memory. 
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 Out of these five, is imagination not in fact the same as 
phantasia? But the latter is Greek, the former, Latin. Estimation, 
however, is the activity of the sensitive phantasia, like the product 
of the phantasia that has been named here specially, the rational, 
or quasi-rational phantasia: as when a dog standing at a three-
pronged intersection, figures out from which path in the wild it has 
come: not from this one and not from that, so from the other. 
 Others divide the internal senses in such a way, of course, 
that they are equal in number to the external, rather because they 
think there as many of them as there are actions required, as if 
two or more actions could not appertain to either the same faculty 
or substance. We follow Galens’ division, the middle one, as it 
were, which counts as many internal senses as there are chambers 
of the brain. 
 Summary. All authors make a distinction of memory; they 
differ on the other four. More recent authors explain a., b., c., and 
d. as four diverse senses. Aristotle binds them together under the 
name of the sensus communis. Galenus calls a. and b. the sensus 
communis, or phantasia; and c. and d. he calls cogitation…Thus 
the distinctions between the things are clear, even if the names 
seem to be confused, when some use the word phantasia to refer to 
the sensus communis and others to refer to that faculty of 
cogitation among the feeble-minded that most closely approximates 
human reason. Thus it is established by Galens that the inner 
sense is threefold.” 
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4.2 Descriptive Analysis of the Lecture Part 
 
 Gesner's discussion, or meditation, on the internal sense of living 
beings is preceded by this brief overview. It begins with a definition of 
terms, including a consideration of the available literature and a decision 
on the opinion to be adopted. As guarantors for the division of the 
internal senses into different faculties, he names the ancient authors 
Aristotle and Galen. Later authors, on the other hand, whom Gesner 
groups together as being “more recent,” are left nameless. The opinion of 
these more recent authors, who based themselves on the writings of the 
unnamed medieval philosopher Avicenna36 and distinguished five 
faculties, is rejected. Gesner prefers Galens’ distinction of three parts. 
The first is the sensus communis, or the phantasia, which receives and 
sorts the images perceived by the external senses. This is followed by 
cognition, which rearranges the received images in associative connected 
chains, up to and including their subsumption under abstract 
categorical terms. Lastly, there is memory. 
 The distinction drawn by Aristotle, who differentiates only between 
the sensus communis and memory, is not sufficiently detailed for Gesner. 
At the same time, the distinctions of the “more recent” authors lack 
clarity, since they make use of both Latin and Greek terms (imaginatio 
and phantasia) without sufficiently distinguishing between them; neither 
is there a coherent explanation of the difference between estimation and 
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rational phantasia. That Galen’s threefold partitioning of the senses is 
related physically to the partitioning of the brain into three 
organizational compartments is as obvious to Gesner as it was to Galen. 
His main argument in favour of Galen is, in addition, his 
conceptualisation based on clearly distinguished functions: the sensus 
communis, or phantasia, receives and sorts out the images; the cogitatio 
recombines them, and the memoria stores them. This line of reasoning 
demonstrates the unambiguous connection between the concept, the 
position of the organ, and the function. It is a conceptualisation that 
makes sense. Its origin lies not in a logical necessity, as one finds in the 
scholastic search for conceptual categories. Rather, it can more 
adequately be characterised as a kind of systematic description of an 
object. 
 This brings us to the realm of grammar: in his description of the 
internal senses, Gesner does not immediately make any obvious 
substantive changes in actions already described by earlier philosophers. 
Rather, he merely presents what these authors said about them. His 
primary interest is in determining first as precisely as possible the terms 
and concepts involved, based on content, position and function. The 
main distinguishing criteria here are the three functions of (1) organised 
reception, (2) processing and (3) storage of sensory perceptions. Is there 
any difference between Gesner’s reference to Galen for this 
conceptualisation and that found in the treatises and tractates already 
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known to him? At the end of the section dealing with the internal sense 
there is a note under the text, which could possibly have been added by 
the editor, Caspar Wolf: “In this manner Gesner undertook the edition of 
a brief compendium of Faber Stapulensis’ extensive and copious 
Physica."37 Gesner is said here to have summarised the conclusions of 
Faber Stapulensis, a time-consuming task for which he is praised. The 
mention of this express non-originality is a very clear indication that the 
intended purpose of the scholia was to organise available knowledge for 
handy reference.  
 It is not the object of the present study to provide a detailed 
analysis of Gesner’s scholia and the various innovations in his meditative 
approach, where the conclusions reached are not always clearly 
compatible; nor is the intent to establish whether these notes or the 
meticulous discussions of Galen were in fact made up entirely of 
compilations and summaries of other authors; nor again is it to 
determine the precise extent to which Gesner allowed himself to be 
guided by Aristotle, Galen and such contemporary authors as Faber 
Stapulensis or Giovanni Francesco Pico della Mirandola. The question 
that interests us here is whether the fact that these theoretical treatises 
were intended as textbooks, or as a basis for classroom discussion, 
played a significant role in the choice of their form or content. The 
material contained in the short paragraph cited above is presented in a 
manner that makes familiarity with the Aristotelian original unnecessary: 
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there is no explicit reference to specific passages in the original text. The 
sentences follow in a logical descriptive order. The use of a numbered list 
provides optical satisfaction. It is clear that we are not dealing here with 
a textual commentary, such as those of Faber Stapulensis, who uses 
lemmata in order to refer to the Aristotelian passages on which he 
comments.  
 The introductory numbered list is followed by a more detailed 
discussion, in which each item in the list is explained individually. The 
differences of opinion mentioned in the list are further elaborated. 
Gesner’s most important authority remains Galen, one of the very few 
authors whom he mentions by name. Latin and Greek conceptualisations 
are taken for granted in some cases. In others, however, they are 
compared and explained. The logic of the arguments is descriptive; there 
is no syllogistic deduction from major premises. They are based on a 
conceptualisation that is intended to correlate with the physical reality, 
as seen in the choice of a partitioning of the senses in parallel to that of 
the chambers of the brain.  
 Gesner’s short overview of the physica for classroom discussion 
offers a useful alternative to a close reading of the Aristotelian text or of 
condensed, schoolbook versions of authors such as Avicenna. Its 
usefulness is increased by the fact that its argument includes direct 
references to the original texts of Galen, which will later be part of the 
required reading for prospective medical students, particularly in the 
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universities of Northern Europe.38 At the same time, the immense 
amount of material to be covered in the lessons was reduced to the main 
points needed for its reasoned explanation. This organisation of the 
material had the advantage that students became immediately aware of 
the most important contemporary schools of thought on the reading of 
De Anima. In this way, they became capable of providing a well-founded 
response to the most important questions as needed for intellectual 
'consumption' at the universities. 
 
 
5. On 'Smelling': From the lecture notes to the textbook 'De Anima' 
 
 Having considered the formal characteristics of the teaching 
material and their implications for the underlying conception of learning, 
we now turn to a material consideration of learning, as evidenced in the 
teaching material on De Anima. Concerning the content of the book, 
which in itself has reflexive recourse to sensory perception, a question 
arises not only with respect to the differentiation between the internal 
senses and the intellect. There is also the issue of whether the knowledge 
to be conveyed was simply collected and organised, or whether it is, in 
fact, possible to teach and train the external sense itself to serve as an 
instrument of reception, processing and storage.  Are quantitative or 
qualitative increases in perception something to be desired or promoted? 
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Since it was in the last of these questions that Gesner differed most 
widely from his predecessors, it is there that we will focus our attention. 
As we have seen above, in his analysis of the internal senses, Gesner 
tends to orient himself materially along the lines of his predecessors, 
relying mainly on Galen and the commentary of Faber Stapulensis. The 
situation changes, however, when it comes to the external senses. For 
the following analytic description, I have chosen to focus on the sense of 
smell. This is linked to its structure, which Gesner sees as comprising a 
simple dichotomy. As one of the lower senses, the sense of smell, along 
with those of touch and taste, was already ranked by Aristotle below the 
intellectually superior senses of sight and hearing. In a passage from his 
textbook on De Anima itself, Gesner makes a remark of particular 
importance in our context: It is possible, he argues, to discriminate in 
the perception of smells, even though, human beings generally tend to 
judge smells in an entirely indiscriminate manner: The smell is only 
judged to be good or bad. An analysis of this statement leads to the 
conclusion, at least with regard to the sense of smell, that Gesner was 
attempting to exert some influence on the way his students used their 
senses. In his search for the copious contents of different smells (turning 
the modern reader thus to the Erasmian idea of copia), Gesner is 
suggesting to his students that they themselves make the attempt to 
train their noses. The expression of conceptual differentiations leads by 
suggestion to a refinement of the perceived sensory capacity. It is worth 
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noting that with respect to the sense of smell, Gesner’s textbook on De 
Anima offers much fuller documentation than the scholia, which provide 
only a brief schematic overview of the main characteristics of the sense. 
 The treatise on the soul, De Anima, was one of the important works 
in Aristotle’s physica. The textbook devoted to it by Konrad Gesner 
appeared in 1563.39 It was printed in a volume that also included 
commentaries by the authors Juan Luis Vives, Philipp Melanchthon and 
Veit Amerbach.40 Gesner’s section includes a very precise description of 
the five senses with which living beings perceive their environment. The 
most important remark concerning the possibility of training the senses 
we find, however, not in Gesner’s description of their location and 
function. It appears rather in the description of the specific reality that 
the senses are called upon to perceive. Speaking of the smells to be 
described, Gesner claims that the average person only makes a 
distinction between what smells good and what smells foul: “sed 
commune hoc solum discrimen, quo <odores> nobis vel grati vel ingrate 
sunt.”41 Through his detailed description of what smells precisely how, 
he stimulates his students’ ability to differentiate between smells. The 
details go so far as to include the effect of various ingredients on the 
smell of urine: “Urine has a bad smell in and of itself; it is worse, 
however, when people have eaten garlic or asparagus, which themselves 
do not have a foul smell. [The smell] is more pleasant when people have 
swallowed resin, of the larch in particular, as we have noted.”  For the 42
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student who follows Gesner’s teachings, there is no choice but to check 
the content of the descriptions of individual smells and to supplement 
them with others, as required. This is the only method of training the 
senses that Gesner offers the reader. It is based on the assumption that 
the sense of smell functions, in principle, the same way in all people, and 
that it is connected to human reason and memory. Through the interplay 
of concepts and categorizations, it is able to arrive at a conscious, 
conceptually descriptive classification of what has been sensorily 
perceived. At no point does Gesner claim by this means to bring about an 
improvement or sharpening of the senses. Rather, it is the capacity for 
conceptualization that remains in the foreground of his endeavors. This 
is noteworthy, given the fact that in the Middle Ages it was still assumed 
that the senses could not, in principle, be trained. The reference here 
would be Roger Bacon (1214-1294). Gesner does not contradict Bacon. 
He does, however, raise the possibility of circumventing empirically 
Bacon’s philosophically derived statement. Here again, Gesner offers his 
students the possibility of confirming for themselves what the medical 
books of antiquity and the Middle Ages claim and to imitate them in 
prepared discussions. Gesner here offers not only a theoretical 
discussion of the most important authors’ main arguments. He also 
provides a repertoire of guided, individual olfactory experience, capable of 
being expanded discursively, and of being highly useful in practical 
medical diagnosis. 
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6. Conclusion: Learning as Expanded Function of 'Imitation' Relying 
on Both, Conceptual and Experimental Basis 
 
We began by noting that Gesner’s teaching material on the subject of the 
senses was organised along lines suited for a discussion of Aristotle’s De 
Anima. This construct was not taken over from De Anima directly, 
however. It resulted rather out of a dialogue with other works on the 
same subject. With regard to the important conceptual descriptions of 
the internal senses, Gesner follows the lead of Galen. At the same time, 
he avoids creating material-functional contradictions between Galen and 
the other authors cited with respect to the inner senses and the sense of 
smell. The conceptual description is not derived syllogistically from major 
premises. These are employed, instead, as standards for a topical-
empirical overview. The connection to reality is established 
organisationally through the assignation of concepts and functions 
physically given. Learning here is an expanded function of imitation,43 in 
both the theoretical and the empirical domains. The intent is to have 
students repeat guided discussions and experiences. With respect to the 
specification of smells, Gesner works with examples of individual smells 
and their ingredients in order to promote the precise use of terms, not 
only in Latin and, in many cases, Greek, but also in the vernacular 
languages which he often mentions. Gesner also encourages the imitative 
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formation of judgment, which will later be of use for them at the 
university in rhetorical discussions (though not in strict scholastic 
disputations), and still later in professional practice for the diagnosis of 
diseases. This practical orientation does not cause Gesner to lose sight of 
his goal of universality. Again and again he returns to the fundamental 
principles applicable to all human beings in all walks of life, referring 
back to the generalised faculties of all living beings, as in our example of 
the sense of smell. This combining of functional and universalist 
objectives gives rise to a scientific methodology that goes beyond the 
activity that Brian Olgilvie has elucidated with emphatic monocausality 
and catchingly termed “the science of describing.”44 The use of learning 
models serves, both in concept and in practice, a concrete purpose in the 
real world. 
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